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In 1869, William Bright finally gave in to the 
gentle nudging of his wife. William proposed a bill 
to the Territorial Legislature in Wyoming to allow 
women the right to vote.  There were no parades, no 
public displays.  Just a small group of women keeping 
vigil outside of Governor John Campbell’s office until 
he signed the bill into law.  They were silent, hidden.  
 On September 6, 1870, Eliza Swain ascended 
the steps of City Hall in Laramie, Wyoming. If you 
passed through the dusty railroad town that day you 
would not have noticed that inside the building Swain 
was taking part in a process no woman in the United 
States of America had ever taken part of.  She worked 
little loops onto a piece of paper to mark a ballot, 
casting a vote in the general election.  She was the 
first woman to legally do so in the US, and likely in 
the world.  
 That same year, just north of Laramie in 
Sweetwater County, Esther Morris and Caroline Neil 
were named Justices of the Peace.  They too were the 
first women in the country to fill that role.  
 By the end of the 19th century Wyoming 
women were given the right to own property and the 
right to serve on juries.  Female teachers in Wyoming 
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were granted wages equal to those of their male 
counterparts.  The state was nicknamed the “Equality 
State” for the revolutionary strides it took in granting 
women rights.  International leaders made phone 
calls to President Grant honoring him for the steps 
Wyoming citizens had taken in leveling the playing 
field for women.  Wyoming found itself in the center of 
the women’s rights movement in 1870; the rest of the 
United States wouldn’t catch up for a full fifty years, 
when the 19th amendment would be signed into law 
by the federal government, granting women in the rest 
of the US a right to vote.  
 The 1870’s in Wyoming were a prosperous 
time for women.  Although they weren’t treated as 
full equals to men, (and it’s important to note that 
these rights were mostly reserved for married, white 
women), they accrued new rights regularly and were 
on their way to freedom.   Historians aren’t sure what 
prompted this revolutionary move in Wyoming of all 
places.  Some say it was a publicity stunt to attract 
new settlers, others say it was a political ploy, others 
think perhaps it was an effort to counteract the votes 
of newly enfranchised African American voters in 
the West.  Regardless, women embraced the change.  
Susan B. Anthony even called on women in the 
eastern US to migrate to the West, although her call 
went mostly unanswered.  
 The new freedoms lifted female spirits in 
the 1870’s, but something changed along the way.  
Somehow the tide turned during the 20th century 
and eventually the progressive movement came to a 
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halt.  It’s hard to point a finger at exactly when, or 
exactly why, but somewhere along the road women’s 
rights in Wyoming fell behind.  And today, as the 21st 
century takes shape around us, Wyoming women find 
themselves suffering the widest gender wage gap in 
the country.  
 Beneath the swaths of sweeping prairie and 
under the belts of green grass alleyway there lie 
hidden pockets of life.  If you look closely at the 
ground, closer than you would normally, you’ll see the 
pock-mark portals to the underground.  Tiny tunnels 
wind down into the soil sometimes ten or twenty or 
thirty feet deep; they meander deeper and deeper and 
finally terminate in clusters of chambers.  A few hold 
caches of seeds, food stores for the long winter ahead.  
Others contain nurseries of wriggling larval ants.  In 
a third chamber a harvester ant queen of the species 
Pogonomyrmex occidentalis sprawls, reclined, laying 
egg after miniscule egg.  A nurse ant picks one up in 
her mandibles and walks it down to an incubation 
chamber where she deposits it upon a translucent 
pile.  Within days the thin veneer breaks apart— 
hatching a spongy white worm, a Pogonomyrmex 
larva.  The larva grows until she is large enough to 
secrete a tight and hard cocoon that wraps around 
her body and keeps her safe.  It’s here as a pupa, that 
she transforms into an adult worker ant.  But in the 
meantime, she takes a final rest.  Once she hatches she 
will go to work, and never stop.  I know it’s a “she” 
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because almost all ants are female.  Male ants are 
only born once a year, during the mating season, and 
they do no work for the colony at all.  They have only 
one purpose--to mate and pass on their DNA.  Once 
this act is complete, the male ants, typically no more 
than one or two days old, will die.  It’s the females 
that do the work—they are the ones that build the 
new and disassemble the old.  They breed, they nurse, 
they keep the colony alive. 
 The pupa bends and flexes and pops, and a 
new worker ant folds out of her shell.  She stretches 
out her deep orange legs and runs her antennae 
along the tunnel floor.  She opens and closes her 
serrated mandibles and takes her first steps toward 
the aperture of light that filters in through the nest 
entrance.  She marches, joined by other newly hatched 
sisters, toward the brightness.  Once outside her 
compound eyes adjust to the luminescence of the 
above-ground world.  
 Thousands of worker ants spread across the 
prairie in narrow fingers.  They circle underneath an 
arcing sage and collect single seeds in their mandibles 
before carrying them back to the nest.  A few carry 
seeds away and drop them by accident many meters 
away, inadvertently providing the sage with an 
important service—seed dispersal.  Others disassemble 
a decomposing beetle and pull the parts--the legs, the 
wings, the antennae—back to the nest for a future 
meal.  Some set on top of the mound and remove 
small pebbles that blew into the tunnels over night.  
They build, they dismantle, they clean.  Harvester 
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ants are the housekeepers, the caretakers of the 
prairie.  They move in silence, working to save enough 
food to carry them through the long winter.  In turn 
they provide the landscape with many of the things it 
needs to survive—soil nutrient cycling and aeration, 
seed dispersal, and the breakdown of dead organic 
matter.  The ant’s work is never done.  
 The Equality State’s reputation for suffrage 
has taken a nosedive.  According to 2008 census 
information, Wyoming now holds the widest wage gap 
based on gender in the nation (statistically tied for 
last with Louisiana), with women making 64.3 cents 
to a man’s dollar.  The national average in 2008 was 
77.9 cents to the dollari.  That puts Wyoming’s wage 
gap in line with the national wage disparity of 1979.  
 Wage gaps are a complicated matter.  Lots 
of things contribute to the earning disparities 
between men and women.  In 1998, the Council of 
Economic Advisors identified three main reasons 
for the national wage gap. The first, differences in 
skills and experiences, was calculated to account 
for about 28% of the wage disparity.  Starting at 
birth, women and men acquire different types of life 
experiences that lead to different types of interests 
and eventually, different types of careers.  That brings 
us to the second contributor--32% of the problem 
was accounted for by gendered difference in industry, 
occupation, and union membership.  Men and women 
simply hold different positions in different fields, and 
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men tend to hold more union-supported jobs— which, 
particularly in Wyoming— has a bearing on the wage 
gap.  The last 40% of the problem was attributed 
to the nebulous category of “other factors.”  That 
can mean a host of things, but includes an unknown 
amount of discriminationii.  Gender discrimination it 
seems accounts for a large part of the problem, but 
it’s an unwieldy thing to study.  Where does it begin?  
Where does it end?  How is it bound up with race, 
class and age discrimination?  Those are things that 
are much more difficult to calculate.  
 The Wyoming legislature, alarmed by its new 
found place at the bottom of the pack for women’s 
rights, put together its own committee focused on 
determining which factors were causing the wage gap 
in Wyoming, and how to stop them.  The committee 
found more state specific issues, after all, Wyoming is 
not your average American state.  It has the lowest 
population and the most open space.  It has a high 
proportion of mining and energy jobs, which signals 
one of the problems that the committee identified—
union membership.  More men than women hold jobs 
in the union-heavy mining and energy sector.  Men 
and women are paid equally on average in unions, but 
since more men than women hold those jobs, overall 
they earn more money. 
 Secondly, the committee looked at the impact 
of family on wages.  Women with children may choose 
jobs with more flexible work hours, or even less hours 
per week. One study estimated that if the average 
household had one less child, the national gender 
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wage gap would decrease by 9.5%iii.  A third factor 
the committee found involves pay raises.  Men get a 
greater part of their pay from bonuses, incentive pay 
and stock options than womenuiv. One study found 
that men are more likely than women to be proactive 
about pay raises and are more likely to leave jobs 
for higher pay if they are not satisfied with how they 
are treated financially in the workplacev.  Women 
in the workplace simply, on average, don’t stand up 
for themselves as much as men do.  Lastly, and most 
controversially, the committee also found that illegal 
discrimination based on gender adds to the wage gap.  
Again, this element of the problem is difficult to study 
and estimates on how much of the gap is attributed to 
this vary widelyvi. 
 A nurse leaves her home early for a job at 
Ivinson Memorial Hospital.  She clutches a cup 
of coffee as the sun comes up over the prairie, as 
the orange light falls on the white hospital walls 
smothering the large red cross affixed to the sign 
reading “Emergency.”  She walks quietly through the 
white halls, padding along the white floors bathed in 
fluorescent light.  She’s handed a clipboard for which 
she exchanges her coffee.  She pulls back a pale blue 
curtain and smiles at the young boy lying in bed 
with a broken arm.  She takes his temperature, pulse, 
blood pressure.  She reassures his frowning mother 
before moving on to the next blue curtain.  She places 
her hand on an elderly man’s arm; she asks how he is 
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feeling today.  She brings him water, medicine.  She 
moves from room to room for ten hours, her brow 
furrowed in a permanent empathetic bow.  Her work is 
never done.  
 One of the more problematic specifics of the 
wage gap findings has to do with the health care 
industry.  According to the 2008 census in Wyoming, 
women held 75% of the jobs in the healthcare and 
social services industry and made 46 cents for every 
dollar a man made in the same industry (women 
made, on average $29,371 per year versus men who 
made $64,333 per year.) This startling statistic 
probably has to do with the disproportionate number 
of women who hold nursing jobs, versus male-centric, 
higher-paying doctor or administrative jobs.  The 
nursing problem exemplifies all of the issues the 
national study pointed to.  Women tend to hold care-
taker positions because those are skills that women 
are exposed to at an early age.  Nursing was one of 
the first culturally accepted industries for women in 
America to inhabit, probably because care-taking and 
nurturing is considered a female skill set.  Despite the 
scientific education and skills it takes to be a nurse, 
monetarily, nursing is valued significantly less than 
doctoring, a position that is supposedly grounded 
in science, not care-taking.   But are those two jobs 
really that different?  And should science be valued 
over care-taking?
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In Laramie, hundreds of women hold jobs as nurses in 
the 22 medical facilities, nursing homes and hospices 
that exist within city limits, and millions of female 
ants comprise 14 different species thriving beneath 
the businesses and homes and parks.  Together, they 
are the caretakers and the nurturers.  They build 
and support, they renew and revitalize.  They stay 
hidden; they keep silent.   But without them, what is 
Laramie?
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